Abnormal group behaviour which manifests itself in outbreaks of violence is increasingly common in present-day society. It is proposed that such events do not occur in a random fashion but that the conditions under which they develop and the factors influencing their development can be studied systematically. Predisposing factors can be recognized on at least three levels: those which pertain to the real life situation in which the group finds itself; those which relate to the dynamics of group interactions; and those which arise from the characteristics of the individuals of which the group consists. The factors which precipitate an actual violent outbreak can, in fact, be even more impressive.
Lynching can be viewed as a transient collective psychosis which represents a maladaptive response of a group to the stress of a perceived threat occurring in a pathological environment. It is characterized by simultaneous suspension of reality testing by all the participants and consists of the group condemning a 'dangerous' individual to death in order to eliminate the threat he represents. The condemnation is immediately followed by the execution carried out by the group itself. It is apparently sudden but is only the culmination of a process which started much earlier. Can. Psychiatr. Assoc. J. Vol. 21 (1976) precipitated or interrupted by appropriate action. It is an event which could theoretically occur in any human group under extreme conditions.
As a refugee I had the opportunity to observe abnormal group behaviour in a near-lynching. Having spent many weeks in a small, crowded refugee camp, I had come to know many refugees well. The person who later prevented the lynching was a close friend and room-mate of mine. I lived through this period as a participant observer with all the other refugees. Since it is unlikely that many psychiatrists would have such an opportunity, I felt prompted to record my observations. This paper attempts to define and discuss lynching in relation to a case report. The discussion will examine the situation in which it took place, the dynamics of the process, group-specific factors influencing the development and the event which interrupted it.
Personal Case Report
During the second decade following World War II several hundred refugees, myself among them, were housed under crowded conditions in a camp located near the frontier. The building was unheated and it was winter. Most refugees had only one set of clothes including their underwear. The majority had had traumatic experiences in the form of mass violence during World War II. Most perceived the camp staff as unsympathetic or, at best, indifferent. There was uncertainty and forced idleness in the camp. The refugees feared extradition to their own country where they would Vol. 21, No.8 have to face harsh punishments. The camp authorities themselves were lacking knowledge about the future of the refugees but the refugees did not believe this. In this atmosphere of uncertainty, rumours were rife and fear general. Most of the refugees were under 30, those older were invariably accompanied by their younger relatives, so there was no one among them who was over 30 and alone. One day several new refugees arrived and among them was a middleaged man without family or friends. He wore an overcoat similar to a military coat. At the same time, a newspaper was brought into the camp announcing the impending visit of an important political personage from their former country to the government of the host country. This event was seen by the refugees as a threat to them. It was felt that a new understanding between the government of the receiving country and their own might result in their extradition. The next day, rumour held that the newly arrived refugee was a Lieutenant Colonel of the dreaded political police of their own government sent to spy upon them. The rumour was 'proven' because he was wearing a 'military' overcoat, was middle-aged (as senior military officers are supposed to be) and did not speak much to anybody. Counterarguments by less fear-ridden refugees were quickly swept aside. The tension increased by the hour. In the lounge there were approximately 80 people when the discussion of the rumour became heated. Their fears for the future were expresssed with high intensity. More and more, during the discussion, the middle-aged man was seen as a direct threat. His elimination was held to be an unavoidable necessity by the refugees so they could save themselves and their families. Someone shouted: "People like him deserve to be killed". Within minutes, a mob of 40 to 50 refugees were trying to break into his room where he was barricaded. The crowd was a frightening sight. It was obvious that the men were ready to kill and that they were driven by an intense anger which had a quality of despair. The crowd appeared volatile and unpredictable, ready to attack anyone. While I could see their actions as irrational, I shared their feelings of almost intolerable tension.
At this point, one of the refugees intervened. A man in his mid-twenties with a wife and two small children, he was one of the very few who had no fear regarding the future and was well liked by all. His family had already told him about the steps that had been taken to assure his immigration to his country of choice. Among all the refugees in the camp he was the only one who had such safeguards for his future. He was also a well-integrated person, remarkably free from neurotic symptoms and was accustomed to the role of leader in his occupation. He was immune to rumours. He shouted at the attackers, pointing out the lack Ofproof against the accused. The mob halted for a few minutes. This was enough time for the guards to rescue the intended victim. There was no doubt that, had there been no interruption, the victim would have been lynched. After the guards removed the intended victim there was a remarkable decrease in tension. People around appeared calm. The event was not discussed or even mentioned afterwards. This calmness carried no feelings of shame or guilt but rather the feeling of having escaped from some sort of danger. It lasted for days until the level of emotional tension returned to its previous high level.
Discussion
Assessing these events, it could be concluded that the refugees lived under conditions where many group-specific factors predisposing to violence were operating. These included their forced inactivity; their confinement to close quarters with the resultant excessive dependence on the group; the perceived hostility or indifference of the authorities; the lack of reliable information regarding their future in the outside world; their collective feeling of helplessness; and the sudden and unexplained changes in the behaviour of perceived powerful figures. All this led to strong mutual identification -the ill-defined fear of the future was shared by everyone. Fear and helplessness resulted in aimless anger which was directed against the hostile world. The arrival of the new member was irritating to the group because of his appearance (unpopular type of clothes), his age and his taciturn, 'secretive' behaviour. The anger was now focused on the irritating figure. The collective fear also soon focused on him. The object choice was not a random event. The projection of the fear was unconsciously determined and once it was projected onto him the group's feelings of helplessness dissappeared. The threat became concrete and the anger originally created by their life situation was transformed into a compelling force directed against the perceived source of danger. In the process group fantasy was paramount, a member's individual reality testing being replaced by dependence on the emotional contagion of fear and anger stemming from the group. At this point only goal-directed intervention aimed at reassurance and the reintroduction of reality testing could interrupt the process.
The heightened suggestibility and suspension of individual responsibility in groups have been described (7, 8) . This is more likely to occur in loosely organized, randomly assembled groups than in those assembled for a definite purpose. The individual group member's liability to affect becomes intensified (4) . This can manifest itself in contagion of fear in situations of perceived danger. It is proposed that under the extreme conditions described above any group is likely to respond with the suspension of reality testing to emotionally loaded stimuli. The resulting misinterpretation of these stimuli can lead to emotional overreaction which manifests itself in violence. Predisposing factors which relate to the characteristics of the individual group members are likely to be of importance. Thus, it has been noted that in groups experiencing extreme stress, individuals possessing certain character traits function much better (12) .
Ethological studies indicate that crowding tends to increase the propensity for aggressive behaviour (9) . Contagion of psychotic behaviour occurring under special circumstances has been described (1, 2, 5 -8) and it is known that younger individuals are likely to be more violence prone than older ones (3).
People who have been brutalized in the past are more likely to act violently either alone or in groups. Such early experiences may be of importance in understanding the behaviour of certain character disordered people (10, 11) and persecuted minority groups. Some individuals exposed to violence during war are known to show behavioural disturbances. Traumatic neurosis, air raid phobia (13) and fear of explosion as a result of war-time experiences have been described. Later sequellae of war-time experiences have received much less attention from psychiatrists. However, writers and historians (14) have described behaviour in some former combat soldiers indicating permanent personality changes. Long lasting exposure to combat or other forms of violence may, in some cases, lead people to an almost automatic acceptance of violent behaviour.
History has shown that the leadership of charismatic, morally deviant individuals from Adolf Hitler to Charles Manson can increase the violence proneness of any group. Inconsistent leadership can bring about the same result to a lesser degree. The role of leadership in the violent behaviour of large groups deserves separate study. In the case reported it was significant that the group was apparently leaderless and changed in response to a tense comment made by one of those present. There is no evidence that this remark was intended as a signal for action. Nevertheless, it was taken as such since it expressed the feelings of those present and became a command implying absolute necessity and urgency. Only the purposeful interference of a man used to leadership was able to stop the group action. This man did not share the collective fear and anger of the group but retained his reality testing. His ability to intervene successfully stemmed from the fact that he did not participate in the collective psychosis. The systematic study of the conditions under which violence occurs could yield information and techniques useful for prevention. Summary Lynching is seen as a transient collective psychosis which develops in a pathogenic environment. It is the culmination of a process which can be interrupted by preventive action on several levels. Predisposing factors can be recognized on three levels: those pertaining to the life situation; those pertaining to group dynamics; and those pertaining to individual characteristics of group members.
Predisposing factors pertaining to the life situation include: forced inactivity; confinement to close quarters; emotional dependence on the group; perceived hostility on the part of the authorities; sudden and unexplained changes in the behaviour of powerful controlling persons; and lack of reliable information regarding the future in the outside world.
Predisposing group dynamic factors include: the emotional contagion of ill-defined fear; aimless anger; helplessness; strong group indentification and heightened suggestibility.
Predisposing factors pertaining to group members include: individual character traits, mental symptoms, youth, previous traumatic experiences and morally deviant or inconsistent leadership.
Resume
Le lynchage est une psychose collective transitoire qui se developpe dans un milieu pathogene. C' est l' aboutissement d'un processus qui peut etre interrompu par une action preventive sur plusieurs niveaux. Les facteurs predisposant peuvent etre identifies sur des degres comparatifs: ceux qui se rapportent It la situation de vie, It des dynamiques de groupe et enfin ceux qui se rapportent aux caracteristiques individuelles des membres du groupe.
Les facteurs qui appartiennent It cette position de vie sont: linactivite forcee, la reclusion dans des quartiers fermes, la dependance emotionnelle du groupe; une hostilite perceptible de la part des autorites, des changements soudains et inexplicables dans le comportement des personnes qui controlent le pouvoir et un manque d'information pertinente du futur dans le monde exterieur.
Les facteurs influancant la dynamique de groupe sont: l'emotion contagieuse d'une peur mal definie, une colere qui ne conduit It rien, un delaissement, une forte identification au groupe et une aggravation de suggestibilite .
Les elements agissant sur les membres du groupe sont: les traits individuels du caractere, les symptomes mentaux, les experiences traumatisantes antecedantes et un chef morallement deviant ou inconscient.
Oh eyes, no eyes, butfountainsfraught with tears; Oh life, no life, but lively form ofdeath; Oh world, no world, but mass ofpublic wrongs.
The Spanish Tragedy
ThomasKyd 1557-1595
